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A Revised Look At The Number Of Uninsured Americans by M. Eugene Moyer
The preliminary March 1988 Current Population Survey (CPS) shows that a total of 31.1 million Americans lacked health insurance during 1987. This is considerably fewer than the thirty-seven million reported earlier. The number of uninsured is smaller for two major reasons: (1) the health insurance questions on the CPS were reordered and asked of more adults; and (2) additional questions were added to the survey about coverage of children by Medicaid or by private health insurance.
The CPS has been conducted each month by the Bureau of the Census continuously since 1942, although from 1942 to 1948 the survey was called the Monthly Report on the Labor Force. From 1940 to 1942, essentially the same survey was conducted by the Works Progress Administration. 1 The main purpose of the CPS is to collect monthly statistics on the number of employed and unemployed persons in the nation. The current sample consists of about 60,000 households containing just under 156,000 individuals, which represents the 241.2 million persons in the noninstitutionalized civilian population plus military personnel who live either off post or on post with their families.
During March of each year, the Bureau of the Census conducts a supplement to the CPS on family income and work experience during the previous year. Since March 1980 , the supplement has included questions on the health insurance coverage of each adult family member. In March 1988, the census bureau made major changes in the CPS, including a reconstruction of the health insurance questions. The revisions coincided with a completely new processing system, which is likely to be completed by late summer 1989. By that time, results from the March 1989 CPS are also likely to be available. For these reasons, the census bureau provided a preliminary file to the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and others. The census bureau had edited the questions available on the March 1987 survey but had done nothing to the new questions. HHS augmented already existing coverage codes using the new questions; the results-are presented in this DataWatch. 2 The census bureau found our. methodology and the resulting estimates of covered persons to be acceptable but is continuing to edit its file. Differences remain between the file the census bureau will have in the late summer and the file HHS has now.
We publish these results now because the CPS is the most consistently cited source of data on the number and characteristics of the uninsured and because these data are important to the current policy debate over the best method of providing medical care to uninsured Americans.
Methods
For the CPS, addresses are chosen for interview and an attempt is made to conduct a face-to-face interview with all adults in selected households. Often, however, a reference adult will respond for all persons in the household. An adult, usually a parent, always responds for children under age fifteen since children are not interviewed.
The March 1988 CPS represents a departure from previous surveys in its questions about the health insurance coverage of the U.S. population. Respondents to earlier surveys were asked about employer-sponsored insurance only if they reported having worked during the previous year. Nonworking adults were asked if they had other health insurance coverage in a final question. No provisions were made to ask about the coverage of children except to the extent that parents in the household had insurance covering their children. Anecdotal evidence indicated that some respondents were confused by the sequence of questions and that some felt they were not asked pertinent questions about their coverage.
In the March 1988 survey, all adult respondents were asked whether they were covered by Medicare, by Medicaid, and (a single question) by CHAMPUS, Veterans Administration (VA) medical programs, or Military Health Care. Having responded to these questions about government-provided health insurance, all adults were asked a series of questions about their private coverage: whether they were covered by a private health insurance plan; whether the plan was in their own name; whether the plan was offered through a current or former employer or union; whether an employer paid all, part, or none of the cost of the plan; and finally, whether the plan covered other persons inside or outside the household. This change of sequence alone apparently accounted for a reduction in the reported number of uninsured persons to 14. In addition to the change in the sequence of questions, households containing children under age fifteen were asked new questions about the coverage of children in the household by Medicaid and by private health insurance. A third question (conditioned on the second) asked whether the private health insurance was provided by someone outside the household, presumably in most cases by an absent parent. Finally, additional households were imputed coverage to parallel a census procedure attributing coverage to military personnel and their families and to households that failed to respond to the household coverage questions.
Results
Number of uninsured.
The preliminary March 1988 CPS shows a total of 3 1.1 million uninsured persons (12.9 percent of the population) in the United States during 1987 (Exhibit 1). This is considerably fewer than the thirty-seven million shown on the March 1987 and earlier versions of the CPS. 4 These preliminary results are much more consistent with other recent estimates of the number of uninsured persons in the nation. 5 However, they differ from the preliminary findings from the new National Medical Expenditure Survey (NMES)-36.8 million persons uninsured during the first four months of 1987. The difference between NMES and CPS estimates (besides time differences) appears to be related mainly to the treatment of persons eligible for VA medical benefits. The NMES counts as uninsured those persons eligible only for VA benefits. 6 The CPS, which cannot separate such persons from those with coverage by some sort of military health care, has always included them among the insured. The CPS shows about four million persons insured only by VA or military health care. Other differences remain unexplained.
As a subset of private health insurance, employer-sponsored health insurance covered 148 million Americans, but this number will be much larger on the final CPS because of census edits not done on the preliminary file. Other information suggests that many people are covered both by individually purchased health insurance and by employer-sponsored insurance. The survey did not ask about such dual private coverage.
Characteristics of the uninsured. Exhibit 2 shows that 6.8 million of the uninsured were under age fifteen and that 7.7 million were not employed or were employed part-time but usually worked under eighteen hours per week. This leaves 16.6 million who were employed at least eighteen hours per week for all or part of 1987. Fewer than one-third of the uninsured were poor; an additional 9 percent were near-poor (in families with incomes below 125 percent of the poverty threshold). The largest group of the uninsured were in families with incomes above 185 percent of the poverty level. Over half of the uninsured were children or in families with children. Over half of the uninsured were concentrated in the South and the West census regions. 7 Exhibits 3 and 4 show characteristics of the 16.6 million employed uninsured, including 1.8 million persons who were self-employed. We chose to include the self-employed, although for some purposes they could have been excluded. Almost half of the 16.6 million employed uninsured worked full time during all of 1987, but another one-third worked full time for only a part of 1987.
Over 43 percent of the employed uninsured worked for firms with fewer than twenty-five employees. This percentage is somewhat misleading, since 15 percent did not answer the question on employer size. The final census file will attribute an employer size to nonrespondents; in Exhibit 5, we included them in the group who worked for firms of twenty-five or more employees. Exhibit 5 shows that about 80 percent of the uninsured either were employed or were dependents of an employed person in 1987. This is approximately the group that might be affected by any of the proposed approaches to mandating that employers provide health insurance to employees and their dependents. This employment definition includes those who were self-employed and excludes part-time workers who usually worked fewer than eighteen hours per week. About 25 percent of these uninsured persons were poor, while almost half were in families with incomes above 185 percent of the poverty standard. Definition of employment. The term "employment" may be defined in many ways to indicate a continuing attachment to work and the labor force. For example, in this DataWatch, we decided at the outset to exclude part-time workers who worked under eighteen hours per week because their attachment to the labor force was thought to be too tenuous. We could have excluded other workers, such as those who work for very small employers or who earn very low hourly wages, for similar reasons. For policy purposes, proposals define employment in various ways in an attempt to include only workers with a relatively strong attachment to work and the labor force.
If the employment definition-were to include only employees who worked for (or were the owners of) firms with twenty-five employees or more, the number of uninsured would fall to about fifteen million. Of these, only about 3.3 million (21 percent) would be poor, but 7.5 million (49 percent) would be in families with incomes above 185 percent of poverty. If the employment definition excluded those who earned under five dollars an hour, the number of the employed uninsured and their dependents would fall to 12.5 million persons, of whom only 1.4 million (11.5 percent) would be poor, but 7.5 million (60 percent) would be in families with incomes above 185 percent of the poverty standard. If the definition were to exclude employees earning five dollars an hour or less who worked for employers with fewer than twenty-five employees, the number of uninsured workers would fall to 8.5 million. Of these, under a million (10 percent) would be poor and 5.3 million (63 percent) would be in families with incomes above 185 percent of the poverty level. 
A Policy Baseline
The March 1988 CPS is a rich source of data on the economic status of American families, including their insurance coverage, during 1987. It is difficult to describe the complex information available on the file in these exhibits. Me chose them for their relevance to policy options for helping the uninsured to gain access to medical care. Among the leading options in this regard are proposals to allow poor (or poor and near-poor) persons to participate in state Medicaid programs at little or no cost or to require that employers provide health insurance to all or some of their employees and their dependents.
While the data shown here do not allow an analysis of any specific proposal, they do provide a baseline reference on the number of uninsured persons who might have been eligible for such plans in 1987 and how well different proposals would have targeted insurance coverage on the poor uninsured. 
